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ABSTRACT 



This study was designed to investigate the effect that marriage 
appears to have on the college attendance behavior of a group of 
college-motivated youth during the academic year following their 
high school graduation. A total of 28,800 NMSQT participants were 
selected to compose 12 subsamples formed on the basis of these vari- 
ables: race (black or nonblack) „ sex, ability level, and geographi- 

cal region of residence. While many did not return the 1-page ques- 
tionnaire, a number of tentative conclusions seem justified. Mar- 
riage appears to be a more important factor in the college attendance 
behavior of nonblack than black males. But the marital status of a 
woman of either race is especially significant as a determinant of 
college attendance; a married women, regardless of color, is even 
less likely to attend than her male counterpart. Marriage can also 
affect the type of college entered, the grades received, and whether 
a person completed the freshman year. 
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BLACK AND NONBLACK YOUTH: 

DOES MARRIAGE HINDER COLLEGE ATTENDANCE? 



Donivan J. Watley 



Marriage, according to Webster (1965), is "the institution whereby men and women 



ding and maintaining a family." The advice freely offered to those contemplating 
marriage is that this institution should not be entered into lightly, for with it 
comes respons i b i 1 i t i es that can drastically alter a person's life. Sometimes the 
changes are welcomed, sometimes not; sometimes the changes are foreseen, sometimes 
not . 

Large numbers of men and women in this country marry at a relatively young age. 
Figures for 1968 reveal that the median age at first marriage for women is now 20.8 
years and 23.1 years for men (U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1969 ); 62% of the women 

and 44% of the men between the ages of 20 and 24 years have entered into matrimony. 

While the marital relationship is popular among young men and women, so is at- 
tending an institution of higher learning. By 1970 about 78% of all 18 year-olds 
were graduating from high school, up 17 percentage points from 1955. Moreover, an 
estimated 8,200,000 students enrolled at colleges and universities for the fall term 
of 1970, nearly three times as many as in 1955. Approximately 72% of the high school 
graduates now enter some type of formal post-secondary training, 62% of which regis- 
ter in a degree program. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the extent to which marriage appears 
to affect students' college attendance behavior during the academic year following 
high school graduation. Involved are students who participated as high school ju- 
niors in the competition for National Merit Scholarship awards; virtually all of 
them indicated at that time that they planned to attend a college or university. 
Particular attention was focjsed in this study on the marriage and college attendance 
patterns of test-bright black and nonblack academic achievers. In studying college 
attendance, a number of factors were taken into account in addition to an individu- 
al's marital status (e.g., race, sex, academic ability level, high school grades, 
type of high school attended, family income, geographical area of residence). 



Since 1955 the National Merit Scholarship Corporation (NMSC) has conducted the 
nation's largest private scholarship program. About 750,000 juniors from approxi- 
mately 17,500 secondary schools voluntarily participate in the annual nationwide 
scholarship competition by taking the National Merit Scholastic Qualifying Test 
SQT). About 35,000 of this number are blacks who, in addition to competing for 



are joined in a special kind of social and legal dependence for the purpose of foun- 
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Merit Scholarships, compete also for awards in the National Achievement Scholarship 
Program (NASP) for outstanding Negroes. It is estimated that almost all of the test 
bright academic achievers in this country take the NMSQT. 

Samples for this study were chosen from among the 796,650 students who took the 
NMSQT in the spring of 1967. A total of 28,800 were selected to compose 72 sub- 
samples formed on the basis of these variables: race (black or nonblack), sex, 

ability level, and geographical region of residence. Each of the 796,650 students 
was initially classified into a single subgroup based on his particular attributes. 
Those selected for this study were chosen randomly within each subgroup. A total of 
400 were selected for each subsample in order to provide stable results. 

The states included in the four geographical regions (East, Midwest, South, and 
West) are shown in Figure 1. 
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Fig. 1 Regions 



Using NMSQT scores, three levels of academic ability (or educational development 
were used for blacks and six levels for nonblacks. The three levels for blacks cor- 
responded to the first, second,, and third quarters of the NMSQT selection score dis- 
tribution for the 1967 black participants. That is, the first level corresponded to 
the 75 “99 quartile, the second level to the 50-74 quartile, and the third to the 
25-49 quart i le . 

Nonblack samples were chosen to match those for blacks falling in the 25~49 and 
AO-74 quartiles. But nonblacks tend to score higher on the NMSQT than the blacks do 
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about 70% of the nonblacks scored above the 75th percentile of the black selection 
score distribution. Therefore, while the top quartile of the black distribution in- 
cluded selection scores from 91-170, four levels of scores were used for the non- 
blacks within this range in order to provide a more detailed picture of their col- 
lege attendance patterns. The top level for the nonblacks included those scoring in 
the top 10% of the NMSQT selection score distribution for the nonblacks; the second 
level included the next 10% on the nonblack percentile distribution (80-39); the 
third level was composed of those whose scores fell in the next 25% on the nonblack 
distribution (55“79) ; and the fourth level included nonblacks in the next 25 % (30-54) 
on the nonblack percentile distribution. Altogether, then, there were six levels of 
tested academic ability for the nonblacks. 

A total of 72 subsamples were formed as shown in Figure 2. These samples were 
representative of the NMSQT participants who had the various attributes under con- 
sideration. Importantly, the students who do participate in this program do so vol- 
untarily (although some are requested by their schools to take it), so that the gen- 
eral i zab i 1 i ty of the results obtained here are limited in the sense that the students 
are se 1 f-se 1 ected . While almost all of the high ability students in America take the 
NMSQT, students with lower tested academic ability are less likely to participate. 
Students who scored in the bottom quartile of the NMSQT distribution for blacks were 
not included in this study because this group may not be representative of students 
who obtain scores this low. 

Fo 1 lowup Questionnai re 

Marital status of those in the study was determined by a followup questionnaire. 
If the participants entered college, they normally would have done so in the fall of 
1968. About one year later, in late 1969, each person was asked to complete a 1-page 
questionnaire requesting information about his post-high school experience. Among 
the questions asked were: Are you married? Did you attend college during the 1968- 

1969 school year? If you attended, how much of the school year did you complete? 
Which college did you attend? What grade average did you earn for the course work 
completed during your freshman year? 

The colleges attended were classified by type: (1) public 2-year, (2) public 4- 

year, (3) private 2-year, and (4) private 4-year. 

Students were asked to estimate their family income (before taxes) for the pre- 
vious year: (1) $4,000 or less; (2) $4 , 00 1 -$6 ,000 ; ( 3 ) $6 ,00 1 -$8 ,000 ; (4) $8,001- 
$10,000; (5) $10,001 -$ 1 2,000 ; (6) $ 1 2 ,001 -$ 1 5 , 000 ; (7) $ 1 5 ,001 -$20 ,000 ; (8) $20,001 
or more. This variable was used to represent students 1 socioeconomic status (SES): 
(a) low--$6,000 or less; (b) moderate — $6 ,001 -$ 1 2 ,000 ; (c) high — $12, 00 1 c>r more. 
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Design of the College Attendance Study 
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The initial identification of blacks was determined on the basis of whether a 
student indicated on his NMSQT answer sheet that he was eligible for and wished to 
be considered for scholarship aid through the National Achievement Program for out- 
standing Negroes. Students were not asked to indicate their race as such on the 
NMSQI answer sheet. To check whether participants selected for this study had been 
accurately classified as "black 11 or "nonblack," they were asked to indicate their 
race on the followup questionnaire. Those who were initially classified incorrectly 
were changed according to the race they indicated on the questionnaire. 

The student addresses used for the questionnaire mailing were about two and one- 
half years old. The addresses available were those used on the NMSQT answer sheets, 
completed in the spring of 1967. Two additional mailings were sent to the nonre- 
sponders after the initial mailing of the questionnaires. It is estimated that 2,592 
of the participants did not receive the questionnaires because they could not be lo- 
cated . 

Add i t i onal 1 nformat ion 

Other information was obtained during the NMSQT testing that was used in this 
study. This included: intention of entering college (yes or no), first and second 

college preferences, high school grade average, type of high school attended (public, 
independent, or parochial), location of the high school attended, and the population 
of the area served by the local high school (10,000 or less; 10,000-50,000; 50,000* 
250,000; 250,000 or more). 

RESULTS 

Quest i onna i re Response 

Approximately 9% of the 28,800 questionnaires were returned undelivered, probably 
because current addresses were not available fo ' many students. Of the 17, **72 ques- 
tionnaires presumably delivered to the nonblacks, 11,207 were returned by them with 
some usable i nfo rmat i on— a return rate of 64%. A higher percentage of women (68%) 
than men (59%) returned completed questionnaires, and the rate for those in the Mid- 
west with both sexes combined (66%) was slightly higher than it was in the West (64%), 
East (63%), or South (61%). 

The rate of return was related to students 1 NMSQT selection scores. It was high- 
est for those who obtained scores in the 1 3 1 “ 1 70 range and lowest for those with 
scores in the 62-7** range; e.g. , the response rate for all nonblack women in the 
131-170 range was 84% but only 43% for those in the 62-74 range. The corresponding 

rates for nonblack men were 75% and 40%. Therefore, most attention in this analysis 

will be given to those who obtained relatively higher NMSQT selection scores; the re- 
sults for those at the lower end of the NMSQT distribution should be interpreted with 

aution because of the large percentage of non responders . 
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In general, the response rate was lower for blacks than nonblacks, only 52 % of 
them returning usable questionnaire information. Thus these results too will re- 
quire careful interpretation because the responders may not be representative of the 
population from which they were drawn. As was found for nonblacks, the questionnaire 
return rate was higher for women than for men--57% to -46%. Unlike the blacks, how- 
ever, the rate of return was higher for both sexes combined in the South (57%) than 
in the West ( 52 %), East ( 50 %), or Midwest (47%). The return rate for blacks was re- 
lated to NMSQT scores, the rate beinfj higher for those scoring highest on the NMSQT ; 
62% of all black women in the 91“170 range returned completed questionnaires, for 
example, while only 50 % for chose in the 62-74 range did so. The corresponding rates 
for men were 52% and 4l%. 

Information obtained from relatives revealed that at least 14 of the participants 
were deceased. It was also learned that 337 were high school sophomores rather than 
juniors when they took the NMSQT. These subjects were eliminated since the design 
of the study was restricted to juniors who normally would have entered college for 
the first time in the fall of 1968. 

Responders to the questionnaire were asked to indicate their race. This infor- 
mation was needed to verify the placement of participants into black and nonblack 
categories, initially made on the basis of whether students marked on the NMSQT 
answer sheet as eleventh graders that they wished to be considered for National 
Achievement Scholarships fo r outs tand i ng Negroes. Of those initially thought to be 
black, 128 men and 62 women indicated on the followup questionnaire that they were 
not. They were transferred from the ,, black M to the "nonblack" category. On the 
other hand, 23 men and 57 women initially selected as nonblacks indicated on the 
questionnaire that they were black, so the appropriate transfer was made. 

How Many Are Ma rr i ed? 

We are concerned here about the frequency of marriage among young men and women 
who, if they had entered college, would just be starting their sophomore year. In 
considering these frequencies, however, let us keep in mind that the median age at 
first marriage is 20.8 for women and 231 for men, so the youth in this study have 
not yet reached the age where marriage occurs most frequently. 

Let us look first at the marriage frequency question from the standpoint of stu- 
dents 1 high school grades. Were fewer B+ to A students married than students with 
lower averages? Table 1 shows that not many ma 1 es--e i ther black or nonblack — re- 
ported that they were married. Altogether, only 3% of the blacks and nonblacks in 
the 91-170 range (the top quarter of the black NMSQT selection score distribution) 
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were married. Grade averages or parents 1 income level appear to have little bearing 
on the frequency of marriage for males in this NMSQT range. 

The frequency of marriage was somewhat higher, however, for both black and non- 
black males in the 75“90 and Gl~7k ranges, particularly for those whose parents were 
in the lower income levels. But high school grades generally did not appear to be a 
significant factor. Only in one case were grades a factor: when the totals across 
all ability levels were taken into account, nonblack males with B+ to A averages were 
slightly less likely to marry than blacks with B+ to A averages or nonblacks with 
averages of B or lower. 

The women in this study were somewhat more likely to be married than were the 
men. Frequency of marriage for women was related to measured ability level and to 
parental income, but overall, high school grades appeared unimportant. The highest 
marital rate occurred among low-income nonblacks (Table 2). 

Another analysis was done taking into account geographic area of res i dence--Eas t , 
Midwest, South, or West. Overall, the marital rate was virtually the same for black 
males in each area, but nonblacks in the West (6%) were more often married than non- 
blacks in the other regions (2 to 3% each). The greatest frequency of marriage oc- 
curred among the Western low income families. 

Interestingly, marriage occurred about twice as often among black women in the 
Midwest, South, and West as in the East (about 10% to 5%) l in all sections except the 
South, SES level was clearly related to frequency of marriage. Even high SES South- 
ern black women with NMSQT scores in the 91 - 1 70 range were just as often married 
(about 12%) as were blacks from low income families who had much lower NMSQT scores. 

For nonblack women, parental income was related to the rate of marriage in each 
region. In the East, only 3% of the high income women were married, while \3% of 
those from families making $6,000 or less were married. In the South, 8% of the wo- 
men from high income families were married, but 22% from low SES families reported 
that they were married. In general, women with relatively lower NMSQT selection 
scores, regardless of region, were much more frequently married than those who had 
higher scores. 

An important consideration in this investigation concerns the relatively high per- 
cent of nonresponders to the questionnaire. Although the methodological soundness of 
a study is improved by having data for a high percent of the participants, the non- 
response problem assumes more importance with some analyses than with others. To 
learn the rates of college attendance for students with particular characteristics, 
for example, it substantially helps in interpreting the results if data are not miss- 
ing for a third of the subjects. How can you be sure what is hidden in the missing 
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data? There may be a systematic response bias among subjects who did not attend col- 
lege. On the other hand, if another dependent variable is used (e.g., college atten- 
dance among married and unmarried blacks) where a systematic bias appears less likely 
to have occurred, one probably can have more confidence in the obtained results, at 
least in terms of noting the direction of the differences that are observed between 
the groups involved. 

How Many Are I n Col lege? 

Let us turn to a key question of this investigation: Controlling various student 

characteristics, did a greater percentage of single youth attend college during the 
1968-1969 academic year than did those who married? In this analysis, blacks and 
nonblacks are studied separately. 

The totals across all ability levels in Table 3 indicate that married black males 
were clearly less likely than single blacks to attend college in the East, Midwest, 
and South. But in the West the difference in attendance rates was much less (93% to 
87 %). Thus for whatever reasons, college attendance was more common for married 
blacks in that region. 

If a black male had an NMSQT score in the 91 - 1 70 range, whether he was married or 
not did not matter regarding college attendance; 95% of the marrieds and the unmar- 
rieds entered a college or university. If his score were in this range and he had a 
B+ to A average in high school, it was a virtual certainty that he entered a college 
somewhere. The point should not be lost, however, that not very many of the higher 
scoring blacks were married. 

Marriage appeared to play a more important role in the college attendance behav- 
ior of nonblack males than among blacks. Except in the South, a smaller percentage 
of married nonblacks than blacks in each region were enrolled in college. The lowest 
nonattendance rate was recorded for the married Eastern nonblacks, only 59% of them 
listed among the enrol lees (Table A). In general, the income of one's parents did 
not appear important in determining whether a married nonblack male would attend 
col 1 ege . 

Whether a woman — black or nonblack — attended college or not depended a great deal 
on her marital status. A married women was even less likely to have entered college 
than her male counterpart. Table 5 shows that only 47% of the Southern black females 
who were married entered college; the comparable percentage for the Midwest was only 
55. However, the higher scoring married blacks (in the 9 1 “ 1 70 range) did attend col- 
lege more frequently than did those who got lower scores. if a married black woman 
came from a family making $6,000 or less, the odds were only about 50-50 that she 
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Table 6 

The Number of Married and Single Nonblack Females With Different 
Characteristics and the Percent that Entered College 
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Where a nonblack woman lived, the income level of her parents, and her measured 
academic ability all were related to the probability of attending col lecje during the 
academic year following graduation. Nevertheless, while many more women than men 
were married, the highest scoring married females (131-170 range) attended college 
with the same frequency that was observed for the highest scoring married males. 
Scores in this range fall in the top 10% on nonblack NMSQT norms (Table 6). 

All things considered, if a woman has her heart set on college, her chances of 
attending an institution of higher learning soon after completing secondary school 
are better if she does not marry. 

In general, the same conclusion applies for men, particularly for those with high 
school grade averages below B+. Table 7 shows a decided difference in college atten- 
dance rates for married and unmarried males with C+ to B averages when NMSQT scores 
are disregarded. A married male with a C average or below had only about a 50-50 
chance of entering college, but if he were single the odds were about 4 to 1 that he 
would enter college. 



Table 7 

The Number of Married and Unmarried Black and Nonblack Youth With Various 
High School Grade Averages and the Percent that Entered College 



High School Grade Average 



B+ to A C+ to B C and Below Total 



Sex and 
Marital 


Black 


Nonblack 


B1 ack 


Nonblack 


Black 


Nonblack 


Bl ack 


Nonblack 



S tatus 


SES 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 




Low 


13 


100 


10 


90 


26 


11 


17 


65 


8 


38 


5 


60 


47 


11 


32 


72 


Married 


Mod 


4 


100 


22 


86 


19 


79 


61 


70 


10 


70 


19 


58 


33 


79 


102 


72 


Males 


H igh 


1 


100 


10 


100 


2 


50 


25 


68 


- 




6 


50 


3 


67 


41 


73 




Total 


18 


100 


42 


90 


47 


77 


103 


69 


18 


56 


30 


57 


83 


77 


175 


12 




Low 


165 


95 


222 


98 


478 


87 


285 


87 


108 


78 


81 


67 


751 


87 


588 


88 


Unmar r i ed 


Mod 


131 


95 


835 


98 


400 


94 


1,113 


93 


137 


82 


275 


77 


668 


92 


2,223 


93 


Males 


H igh 


6k 


98 


833 


99 


119 


96 


918 


96 


43 


88 


209 


86 


226 


95 


1,960 


96 




Tota 1 


360 


95 


1 ,890 


98** 


997 


91 


2,316 


93* 


288 


81 


565 


79 


1,645 


90 


4,771 


94*** 




Low 


35 


5*i 


63 


62 


55 


49 


56 


48 


12 


42 


10 


50 


102 


50 


129 


55 


Married 


Mod 


18 


83 


115 


75 


37 


65 


105 


57 


10 


50 


21 


19 


65 


68 


241 


62 


Females 


High 


8 


50 


63 


89 ** 


9 


78 


55 


58 


2 


50 


6 


33 


19 


63 


124 


73 




Tota 1 


61 


62 


24 1 


75* 


101 


57 


216 


55 


2k 


46 


37 


30 


186 


58 


494 


63 




Low 


312 


91 


316 


92 


544 


86 


310 


84 


112 


65 


51 


63 


968 


85 


677 


86 


Unmarried 


Mod 


219 


95 


1,151 


95 


. 523 


93 


988 


85 *** 


95 


83 


131 


69 * 


837 


92 


2,270 


89 * 


Females 


High 


73 


97 


1,148 


99 


142 


96 


791 


93 


29 


86 


82 


80 


244 


95 


2,021 


96 




Total 


60A 


93 


2,615 


96** 


1,209 


90 


2,089 


88 


236 


75 


264 


71 


2,049 


89 


4,968 


9 1 ** 



Regardless of a woman's grades, her chances of entering college within the year 
following high school graduation were greatly reduced, if she were married (Table 7)* 
A married woman with a C+ to B high school average did not have much better than a 
50-50 chance of entering college, while over 90% of the single black and nonblack 
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women with similar grades managed to begin collegiate programs shortly after finish- 
ing secondary school. 

M ar i tal Status and Type of Col 1 ege Entered 

Marital status is related to the type of college attended, especially for non- 
blacks. Table 8 indicates fairly similar percentages of married and unmarried black 
males at the various types of colleges, but clear differences can be seen for the 
married and single nonolacks. A single nonblack attender, for example, was twice as 
likely as a married attender to have entered a 4-year private institution (34% to 
16%). Data supplied by the U. S. Office of Education (1969) reveals that 24% of all 
new students in college for the first time in 1968 entered privately controlled insti 
tutions, so nonblack married males were underrepresented on the basis of these nation 
al figures. Black male attenders were overrepresented at institutions of this type 
regardless of whether they were married or not. 



Table 8 

The Number and Percent of Married and Unmarried Black and 
Nonblack Youth Who Entered Various Types of Colleges 



Sex 

and Race 


Type of 
Col lege 
Entered 










Parents' 


1 ncome 


Level 












Total 








Low 






Moderate 






High 




Marri ed 


Single 


Married 


Single 


Marr i ed 


Single 


Ma rr ied 


Single 


N 


% 


N 


1 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 


N 


% 




4-Yr 


Pub 


17 


47 


336 


51 


12 


48 


283 


47 


2 


100 


93 


43 


31 


49 


712 


48 


Black 


4-Yr 


Pvt 


11 


31 


243 


37 


9 


36 


244 


40 


- 




111 


51 


20 


32 


598 


40 


Males 


2-Yr 


Pub 


8 


22 


73 


11* 


3 


12 


73 


12 


- 




13 


6 


11 


17 


159 


11 




2-Yr 


Pvt 


- 




9 


1 


1 


4 


3 


1 


- 




- 




1 


2 


12 


1 




A-Yr 


Pub 


15 


63 


290 


57 


45 


64 


1,107 


55 


18 


62 


876 


47 


78 


63 


2,273 


52* 


Nonblack 


A-Yr 


Pvt 


5 


21 


138 


27 


8 


1 1 


543 


27** 


7 


24 


808 


43* 


20 


16 


1 ,489 


34*** 


Males 


2-Yr 


Pub 




17 


72 


14 


16 


23 


315 


16 


4 


14 


157 


8 


24 


20 


544 


12* 




2-Yr 


Pvt 


- 




12 


2 


1 


1 


37 


2 


- 




22 


1 


1 


1 


71 


2 




A-Yr 


Pub 


26 


46 


435 


52 


25 


61 


399 


51 


6 


50 


100 


43 


57 


52 


934 


51 


Black 


A- Yr 


Pvt 


19 


34 


282 


34 


9 


22 


286 


37 


4 


33 


112 


48 


32 


29 


680 


37 


Fema 1 es 


2-Yr 


Pub 


10 


18 


103 


12 


7 


17 


87 


11 


2 


17 


18 


8 


19 


17 


208 


11 




2-Yr 


Pvt 


1 


2 


14 


2 


- 




4 


1 


- 




4 


2 


1 


1 


22 


1 




A-Yr 


Pub 


44 


63 


297 


51 


84 


56 


1,188 


59 


53 


58 


939 


49 


181 


58 


2,424 


54 


Nonblack 


4-Yr 


Pvt 


11 


16 


163 


28* 


27 


18 


526 


26* 


27 


30 


809 


42* 


65 


21 


1 ,498 


33*** 


Fema 1 es 


2-Yr 


Pub 


13 


19 


109 


19 


34 


23 


247 


1 2*** 


11 


12 


142 


7 


58 


19 


498 


1 1*** 




2-Yr 


Pvt 


2 


3 


16 


3 


5 


3 


53 


3 


- 




34 


2 


7 


2 


103 


2 



Tables 9 and 10 present data on the relation of NMSQT selection scores of un- 
married students to the type of college attended. These scores were related to the 
type of institution entered, but a considerably higher percentage of blacks than non- 
blacks were in 4-year private colleges in each NMSQT score range. Thus single blacks 
were overrepresented at institutions of this type. Although NMSQT scores are a fac“ 
tor in the type of college entered by married women, a married woman was generally 





The Number of Single Black and Nonblack Males With Different Characteristics 
and the Percent that Entered Various Types of Colleges 
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: 4-Yr Pub 435 52 297 51 399 51 1,188 59*** 100 43 939 49 93^ 51 2,424 54* 

Total 4-Yr Pvt 282 34 163 28* 286 37 526 26*** 112 48 809 42 680 37 1,498 33*' 

2-Yr Pub 103 12 109 19** 87 1 1 247 12 18 8 1 42 7 208 1 1 498 1 1 

2-Yr Pvt 14 2 16 3 4 1 53 3*** 4 2 34 2 22 1 103 2* 
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less likely than an unmarried woman to enter a 4-year private college and more likely 
to enter a public college, particularly one with a 2-year program. Even among mar- 
ried women, a higher percentage of blacks than nonblacks attended 4-year private 
i nst i tut i ons . 

Marriage and Pers i stence i n Col lege 

Stanley (1971) notes that not many systematic studies of differential persistence 
between blacks and whites have yet been completed. Studies by Tetlow (1969), Clark 
and Plotxin (1963), Nicholson (1970), Borgen (1970), and Astin (1970) do indicate, 
however, that certain groups of black students have persisted well in their under- 
graduate studies. 

Data are reported in Tables 11 and 12 for the percentages of blacks and nonblacks 
who completed the freshman year. Table 11 reveals, first of all, that very high per- 
centages of these males — both black and nonblack--completed their first year. Slight 
but systematic differences can be seen, however, when SES and NMSQ.T selection scores 
are considered. Perhaps of interest is the finding that men in 2-year public col- 
leges were somewhat less likely to finish the year than students in 4-year public or 
private institutions. 

In general, married males, regardless of skin color, were less likely than single 
males to complete the freshman year. Overall, 91% of the unmarried black men finished 
the first year, while only 78% of the married ones did (Table 13). The comparable 
percentages for nonblack males were 94 and 81 . 

The persistence rates for women were much the same as those just reported for men, 
except that even lower percentages of married females finished the freshman year (Ta- 
bles 11 and 13). Over 90% of the single women persisted to completion of the first 
year, but only about 70% of the married ones managed this achievement. SES did not 
appear to be related to completing the freshman year. 

What About Freshman Grades? 

Table 14 shows that nonblacks typically got better grades than the blacks did; 
females, particularly nonblacks, got better grades than their male counterparts. 

These results were expected. It was not expected, however, that single nonblack 
males would get better grades than their married peers. Systematic grade differences 
were not found between married and single nonblack females. Grade averages were re- 
lated to the type of college attended. 

The marital status of a black student--ei ther male or female--did not appear to 
have a strong affect on the grades received. While most blacks got C's, few reported 
averages of D or lower. 

Tables 15 and 16 highlight the differences in freshman grades obtained by single 

ERjt 
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Table 13 

The Number of Married Attenders at Various Types of Colleges 
and the Percent that Completed the Freshman Year 
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Table 15 

The Number and Percent of Single Black and Nonblack Males at the Oifferent 
NMSQT Selection Score Ranges Who Got Various Freshman Grade Averages 
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Table 16 

The Number and Percent of Single Black and Nonblack Females at the Different 
NMSQT Selection Score Ranges Who Got Various Freshman Grade Averages 
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A 31 3 373 15*** 30 4 227 14*** 5 2 57 11*** - 12 11 66 3 669 14*** 

B 313 33 1,270 50*** 296 42 907 58*** 69 33 241 45** 12 50 56 50 690 362,474 52*** 

C 549 57 869 34*** 342 49 412 26*** 129 61 216 41*** 10 42 41 37 1,030 54 1,538 32*** 

D,F 70 7 40 2*** 30 4 28 2*** 8 4 17 3 2 8 3 3 1 10 6 88 2*** 
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black and nonblack attenders. The grades received were clearly related to NMSQT ^e 
lection scores. Th ree-fou rths of the nonblack males in the 1 3 1 “ 1 70 range (the top 
10% on the nonblack NMSQT distribution) got A or B averages, while only 21% of those 
in the 62-74 range received grade averages that high (Table 15); and the high scorers 
typically attended more "difficult 11 colleges in terms of receiving a high grade. 

Grade averages were related to the type of college attended; the 4-year private insti- 
tutions were a bit more liberal in giving students A's or B 1 s than were 4-year public 
co 1 1 eges . 

We noted already that single nonblack men typically got better freshman grades 
than nonblacks who married. Interestingly, distribution of freshman averages for 
married nonblack men was not too different from that for married blacks (Table 17), 
although the trend of the data reveal that the nonblacks did slightly better. 



Table 17 

The Number and Percent of Married Black and Nonblack Youth Who Obtained 
Various Freshman Grade Averages in Different Types of Colleges 
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Let us refer again to Table 16, where freshman grades are shown for single women 
on the basis of NMSQT scores and type of college attended. As was the case for sin- 
gle men (Table 15), NMSQT selection scores are clearly related to freshman academic 
performance. While nonblacks do better academically than blacks do, very few single 
women, especailly nonblacks, reported below C grade averages. The NMSQT appears to 
predict grades about as well for nonblacks who are married as it does for those who 
a re s i ng 1 e . 

SUMMARY 

Taking into account a number of student characteristics, this study was designed 
to investigate the effect that marriage appears to have on the college attendance be- 
havior of a group of col lege-mot i vated youth during the academic year following their 
high school graduation. Generalizing from the results is limited because many par- 
ticipants selected for the study did not return the 1-page quest ionna i re mailed to 
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them. Blacks returned the questionnaire less frequently than the nonblacks did, and 
relatively lower scorers on the NMSQT were not as likely to provide questionnaire 
data as the higher scorers were. However, the rate of return was sufficiently high, 
particularly among the higher scorers, to warrent these tentative conclusions: 

1. Overall, the frequency of marriage of those responding was 
higher for women (8% for blacks, 3% for nonblacks) than men 
[5% for blacks, k% for nonblacks); marriage frequency for 
women was related to measured academic ability, parental in- 
come, geographic area of residence, but not to high school 
grade average. 

2. Marriage appears to play a more important role in the col- 
lege attendance behavior of nonblack than black males; col- 
lege attendance for women of either race is highly depen- 
dent on their marital status. 

3. The type of college attended is related to marital status, 
especially for nonblacks. 

4. Regardless of skin color, married students, both males and 
females, were less likely than single students to complete 
the freshman year. 

5. Single nonblack males typically got better grades than their 
married peers, but systematic grade differences were not 
found between married and single nonblack females. The mari- 
tal status of a black student, male or female, did not have a 
strong bearing on the grades received. 

DISCUSSION 

The data reported in this and another study (Watley, 1971) were obtained to 
learn about the college attendance behavior of participants in the scholarship pro- 
grams of National Merit. There was a particular desire to identify test-bright aca- 
demic achievers who wanted to continue their education but were not able to do so. 



While the proportions of students with given characteristics who responded to the 
1-page questionnaire might have been higher, a number of tentative conclusions are 
possible. A main conclusion of the prior study was that there are indeed few high- 
scoring academically successful students who do not enter institutions of higher 
learning, suggesting that the situation has changed since the 1 950 1 s when Wolfle 
(1954) and others reported that many test-bright achievers were not among those num- 
bered on college and university campuses. Continuing the earlier study, this in- 
vestigation focused on the relation of college attendance to an individual's mar- 
ital status. 

To marry or remain single is obviously a personal decision. But the extent to 
which marriage affects the attendance behavior of college-motivated youth is a ques- 
tion that can be looked at empirically. The results found here point clearly to the 
conclusion that a person's chances of entering a college or university during the 
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academic year following high school graduation are much reduced if he or she marries. 
And a married women 9 regardless of her color, is even less likely to attend than her 
male counterpart. Marriage can also affect the type of college entered, the grades 
received, and whether a person completes the freshman year. 

The relatively high rate of nonresponse to the ques t i onna i re is a problem here 
that cannot be ignored. In the present case, however, it is hard to see how an im- 
portant systematic response bias exists that would substantially affect the direction 
of the obtained results. In essence, would a systematic response bias be expected 
between single and married youth such as to seriously affect the information they 
provide about their college attendance behavior? 

in the interest of developing the nation's talented resources, NMSC has since 
1955 annually attempted to identify the cream of this country's secondary school 
graduates in terms of potential academic brainpower. It is not implicitly assumed, 
however, that every individual should enter an institution of higher learning. Like 
marriage, the decision to attend college is personal. But it is consistent with the 
democratic idea! to help individuals develop their talents and skills to the limit 
of their ability and desire. 
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